


I N T R O D U C T I O N

On January 18, 1901, James McMillan of Michigan, chairman of the Senate Committee

on the District of Columbia since 1892, opened the final stage of his campaign to devise

a comprehensive plan for Washington’s future aesthetic development. His report summa-

rized the recent accomplishments and future projects that would make Washington a

“beautiful capital city.”

During the past decade Congress has provided the means for the artistic

development of the District of Columbia in a manner befitting the capital

city of the nation. The purchase of Rock Creek and the Zoological parks, the

adoption of a permanent system of highways throughout the District, the

improvement of the flats of the Potomac, and the creation of Potomac Park,

and the extension of certain great thoroughfares of the city of Washington

through the misfit subdivisions and thence to the District line all betoken the

desire and intention of Congress to carry out the original idea of making

Washington a beautiful capital city.
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Moreover, legislation well begun, but not yet completed, shows that this

purpose on the part of the National Legislature is continuous. The proposed

speedy completion of the sewer system according to a carefully matured plan;

the approaching completion of an increased water supply, and the installa-

tion of a filtration plant; the plans for elimination of all grade crossings on

steam railroads within the city of Washington, and for the building of

adequate railway terminals; the proposed reclamation of the Anacostia

Flats; the approaching transfer to the District authorities of the control of the

commercial water front of the city; these great projects that are even now in

process of being worked out serve to show how comprehensive and varied is

the movement now in progress for the development of Washington.1

McMillan was the catalyst who initiated many of these great public works and then

worked with various levels of the city and federal governments to bring them about

because he saw them as the necessary groundwork for the future beautification of

Washington. McMillan did not mention that each of these complex endeavors had been

or was being carried out under the direction of some member of the Corps of Engineers.

They were aided by the emergence of citizen involvement in several local organizations,

including the Board of Trade and numerous neighborhood associations. Members of

the Senate and House Committees in the District of Columbia sought the advice of the

Engineer Commissioners and they, in turn, worked with the citizens’ groups who lobbied

them for city services.

T H E S E N A T E P A R K C O M M I S S I O N P L A N , 1 9 0 2

On March 19, 1901, McMillan chaired a Senate subcommittee meeting that was the

formal beginning of the Senate Park Commission, also known as the McMillan

Commission, to coordinate the projects proposed or already underway with newly

proposed buildings to serve a variety of public functions—a municipal building, a public

library, a judiciary building (that included rooms for the Supreme Court), a government

printing office, an auditor’s office, a geological survey, and even a national university.

McMillan wanted these buildings to be part of a coherent, comprehensive plan that would

take into account the city’s growth for at least half a century. The Senate Park Commission

he established was composed of two nationally prominent architects, Daniel Burnham and

Charles Follen McKim; landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr., whose father
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designed New York’s Central Park; and America’s most famous sculptor, Augustus

Saint-Gaudens. McMillan’s secretary, Charles Moore, acted as their guide through the

Washington bureaucracy during their monthly meetings as they took seriously McMillan’s

injunction to be visionary in their outlook.

The commission’s plan unveiled at the Corcoran Museum of Art on January 15,

1902, revealed that its members focused their talents on totally redesigning Washington’s

monumental core. Their Beaux-Arts scheme replaced the Mall’s existing brick, brown-

stone, and terra-cotta-clad Victorian buildings with white marble neoclassical ones as

an integral part of a new formal landscape placing the Washington Monument in the

center of a vast, cruciform-shaped public garden incorporating the filled lands of East

and West Potomac Parks. The plan not only called for dozens of new buildings, it

required major alterations to the existing landscape, principally grading the Mall, which

was considerably higher on its south side, building terraced overlooks around the

Washington Monument, and re-positioning or creating major bodies of water in East and

West Potomac Parks.

The Senate Park Commission plan was to have immense ramifications for the work of

the Corps for the following quarter century. Its modern anti-Victorianism threatened to erase

several post-Civil War buildings that Corps engineers had built on the Mall that would have

to be rebuilt to modern designs; its vision transformed the Corps’ reclaimed Potomac River

flats not only into varied and extensive parklands but into spectacular sites for major new
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memorials; and its scope promised work that would increasingly involve the Corps in the

revolutionary transformation of Washington into the capital of an emerging world power. The

Senate Park Commission was dissolved after its design was made public, but its members

were so committed to the plan’s implementation that they all continued to participate in the

design and construction of Washington’s buildings and landscapes, either in advisory positions

as members of future commissions or in securing some of the new projects for their own firms.2

T H E P R E S I D E N T ’ S H O U S E

In 1889 First Lady Caroline Harrison asked a young friend, architect and engineer Frederick

Dale Owen, to design additions to the White House. Since 1800 presidential families shared

the mansion’s second floor with presidential offices (open to high government officials twenty-

four hours a day) while its ground floor had served as the “official residence” often opened to

the general public. Owen proposed adding enclosed circular colonnaded rooms (inspired by

the open arcades at Mount Vernon) to function as pivots to connect two new wings to the

1792 building—on the west the “official” wing and on the east the “public” wing. They, in
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turn, were connected to a bank of low greenhouses on the south to form an enclosed rectan-

gle; the new greenhouses were to replace a complex of glass houses that had gradually

accumulated on the White House’s west side.3 The drama of the White House’s fate was

news and reported broadly in the popular and professional presses of the day:

Mrs. Harrison expressed her views to Col. John M. Wilson, U.S.A., engineer

in charge of public buildings and grounds, whose daily routine is to visit the

Executive Mansion and receiving the wishes of the presiding lady in refer-

ence to repairs or improvements, and suggested a proper recommendation on

the subject of the present condition and requirements of the official residence

of the President and family, in his annual report to the Secretary of the

Interior for transmission to Congress.4

Throughout the 1890s Corps officers repeatedly urged some solution to the problems of

overcrowding at the White House. “Col. John M. Wilson, United States Army, who, by

reappointment of President Cleveland, has now charge of the White House and adjacent

grounds, has made a strong report on the necessity of some change in the arrangements

for the domestic life of the Chief Executive.” Wilson particularly urged that a presiden-

tial office be found either in the Treasury Building or the State, War and Navy Building

or that a separate office be erected on the White House grounds. One of his successors,

Colonel Theodore Bingham, expressed the same concerns; the White House’s structure

was adequate if it was used solely as a private residence but could not survive the wear

and tear of heavy office usage and huge public receptions. At the New Year’s reception

held January 1, 1897, 251 guests entered through the south entrance, while 7,849 entered

from Pennsylvania Avenue. Colonel Bingham, Officer in Charge of Public Buildings and

Grounds, told President McKinley “if more than two thousand persons were invited to

a single White House reception, he—the President—must assume responsibility for any

accident that might occur. Owing to the fact that the offices in the second story are mainly

over the large East Room, they have no adequate partition support, and cannot be strength-

ened by the putting in of underpinning.” Indicative of the stress being placed on the

building, a contemporary account noted seventeen men and their desks had recently been

moved into one of the office rooms above the East Room.5

Perhaps Bingham considered his dual degrees from Yale and West Point sufficient

education to undertake redesigning proposed additions to the White House. On

December 12, 1900, Bingham displayed in the Blue Room a white plaster model of
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his reduced interpretation of Owen’s proposal for extending the president’s house—enlarged

versions of the two circular colonnaded rooms now serving as the mansion’s sole additions.

Bingham placed a new state dining room on the west side, its upper floor a series of hippo-

drome-shaped guest bedrooms. The new circular east wing was to contain two stories of

executive offices. Bingham outlined his five guiding principles at the unveiling of his design:

1. The present Executive Mansion to remain absolutely unchanged, and, if possible,

not an outer door or window to be closed up.

2. The additions to be of such a character as not to dwarf nor obscure the present

mansion; rather, if possible, to accentuate it.

3. Architectural harmony to be absolutely preserved.

4. The additions to be such as to relieve the pressure upon the present building, for,

say, twenty-five or thirty years, and permit of still further extension in the future

as may be found necessary, while at the same time presenting the appearance of

a finished building.

5. Reasonable expenditure.6

In 1900 Bingham also presented this plan at the annual meeting of the American

Institute of Architects (AIA) being held in Washington, rousing the ire of the architectural

profession. Architects found that the monumental scale of the two imposing domed rotundas

detracted from the original building and considered the interior planning crude—Bingham

simply ran straight corridors through the second floors, for example. Adverse opinions of
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Bingham’s additions appeared widely in newspapers and journals of the day. “Mustn’t Spoil

the White House,” read the headline of one Philadelphia newspaper on December 31,

1900, prompted by opposition expressed by the members of the T-Square Club of that city.

“Devoid of Dignity, Lacking in Unity” was the opinion of New York’s Society of Beaux Arts

Architects as reported in the New York Herald on January 23, 1901. Robert Gibson, a fellow

of the AIA, was careful to clarify the institute’s position.

The institute had in mind only what it was proposed to do and carefully

refrained from any criticism of the department having the matter in charge.

Yet a too hasty press almost nullifies this courtesy by many misstatements.

The institute is not engaged in an effort to take this public building or the

task of enlarging it out of the custody of the United States engineers, nor

does it charge that the scheme proposed is lacking in reverential intent

toward the historic monument in question.

It simply seeks to show the custodians de facto the need of professional advice

of a high order when the design of a house for the Chief Magistrate is in

question, whether that house be or be not an addition to an existing one. The

institute believes and declares that the thing to be done is important to the

whole Nation and is worthy of the best skill procurable.7

Under the leadership of Washingtonian Glenn Brown, secretary of the AIA, the archi-

tects succeeded in convincing President Theodore Roosevelt in 1902 to give the job of

renovating the White House to the New York architectural firm of McKim, Mead & White.

Brown used the same rhetoric that launched the 1902 Senate Park Commission plan—

patriotic sentiment about George Washington’s role in founding the city and originally

commissioning the president’s house.8

McKim’s principles for his restoration were:

To put the house in the condition originally planned but never fully carried out.

To make the changes in such manner that the house will never again have to

be altered; that is to say, the work should represent the period to which

the house belongs architecturally, and therefore be independent of

changing fashion.

To modernize the house in so far as the living rooms are concerned and provide

all those conveniences which are now lacking.9
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The Architects and Builders Journal in June 1902 reported, “it is President Roosevelt’s

idea to avoid gorgeousness in the decorations, which, wherever introduced or renewed,

will be made rather simple, so as to harmonize with the rest of the mansion.”10

Adherents of both aesthetic points of view believed they were accomplishing the goal

of preserving the historic White House. In fact, Bingham’s additions were respectable but

naïve within the context of the waning Victorian period; he looked to Thomas U. Walter’s

1850s additions to the Capitol, the exteriors of which both continued its regulating lines

and details but multiplied its columns to achieve a richly three-dimensional screen effect.

In his White House additions, Bingham did not employ a suitable hierarchy by diminish-

ing the scale of the additions in relationship to the original, as well-trained Beaux Arts

architects would have done. By 1900 Beaux Arts classicism—erudite, subdued, and

elegant—had replaced the sumptuousness of Victorian classicism whose tenets Bingham

was still following.

Of all his duties as Engineer Officer in Charge of Public Buildings and Grounds,

Bingham was most comfortable with the ceremonial ones associated with his position as
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Theodore Alfred Bingham (1858–1934), who made a determined effort to remedy

the White House’s problems, was born in Andover, Connecticut, and was intensely

proud of his Revolutionary-era ancestry. Before entering the U.S. Military

Academy in 1875 (and graduating four years later third in his class), Bingham

attended Yale College for three years, later receiving a master’s degree in 1896.

Bingham’s social background and skills led to his appointment as the military

attaché in the U.S. legations at Berlin and Rome between 1890 and 1894. In 1897

Bingham was appointed Officer in Charge of Public Buildings and Grounds, a

position that included serving as the president’s military aide in charge of official

functions. In 1903, after Roosevelt relieved him of this position, Bingham was

transferred to Buffalo at his own request. On July 10, 1904, he was promoted

to brigadier general and the following day retired for disability having lost his

left leg when a derrick fell as he observed it hoisting a launch. Eighteen months

later Bingham was appointed New York’s Commissioner of Police in charge of a force of nine thousand police-

men, a position he held until 1909 when he became the city’s chief engineer of highways and subsequently a

consulting engineer with the city’s department of bridges.11

Colonel Theodore Alfred Bingham
Office of History, 
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the president’s military aide. He collected newspaper and magazine accounts relating to all

the White House’s social functions that he organized, the invitations to ceremonies for the

erection of monuments that he arranged, and the seating plans for the three annual state

dinners over which he presided as major domo. His efforts on behalf of the White House

dominated Bingham’s annual reports; the defeat of his plan to enlarge the White House was

probably made more bitter because it was his duty to supervise construction of the McKim,

Mead & White design. He and McKim had an unpleasant encounter that McKim reported to

Secretary of War Elihu Root: “I have just had it ‘out’ with Col. Bingham in his office and

explained to him very frankly the reasons which compelled me to oppose him. Thanks to

you and the President, the air is clearer than it has been from the beginning—and the Col.

is now full of expressions of readiness & willingness to assist us. He comes tomorrow to our

office in New York with copies of [the] Contract.” In 1907 Charles Moore wrote McKim, “it

seems not only desirable but absolutely necessary to secure the hearty, intelligent coopera-

tion of the office of Public Buildings and Grounds, if real progress is to be made with the

plans for the improvement of the District of Columbia. Almost all of the difficulties that

have arisen in the past have come from misunderstandings with this office.”12

G O V E R N M E N T P R I N T I N G O F F I C E

The diversity of types of government buildings erected during this period required of

Corps’ engineers not only an in-depth knowledge of the latest advances in building tech-

nology, but a better understanding of the design, planning, and engineering abilities of

large American architectural firms. Second Lieutenant John S. Sewell, who graduated

second in West Point’s 1891 class, was one of the new generations of capable Corps engi-

neers assigned to constructing these buildings. The Government Printing Office (GPO)

began looking for a site for an additional building near its 1860s structure on North

Capitol Street because it needed to be close to a rail line and the Capitol. Sewell was

ordered to duty in Washington in July 1893, “in connection with the erection of public

buildings,” and between 1894 and 1896 designed and carried out a series of additions

and repairs to the original building that had been described in 1891 as “unsafe and in

every respect an objectionable structure.”13

In 1899 the government acquired the block on North Capitol Street on the north side

of H Street, NW; $2.4 million was appropriated for an additional building, and Sewell was

assigned to design its interiors and erect the 408-foot by 175-foot structure. The original

authorization specifically stated that the “selection and appointment of a competent architect
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to prepare the plans and specifications for the elevations of the building shall be made by

the said Chief of Engineers and the Public Printer jointly.” They chose Washington architect

James G. Hill, who designed a seven-story red brick block on the Chicago formula for massive

industrial buildings, its numerous, large, and regularly spaced windows providing abundant

interior light for four thousand employees to work amidst machinery that often dwarfed them.14

From the outset, Sewell worked closely with the Public Printer, former congressman

and Midwestern newspaperman Frank W. Palmer, who began lobbying for a new fireproof

building soon after his appointment in 1889. Palmer wanted his mechanical staff, espe-

cially GPO’s chief engineer and electrician, to be actively involved in both the design and

construction of the building. Sewell noted:

I found that these gentlemen had made a careful study of the needs of the

office, and had already arrived at perfectly definite conclusions in regard to

many of the points brought up for discussion. Under these circumstances, it

was deemed best for them, if possible, to design and supervise the installa-

tion of the mechanical, as they were more conversant with the needs of the

office than any outside expert could possibly be.15

Storage of paper in the basement required a dry environment, so Sewell ran conduits

from each of the pits of the fifteen elevator shafts directly into the sewer line on North

Capitol Street to lower the ground water by at least four feet. Because of the weight and

vibration of the printing presses, the tremendous volume of paper printed daily and stored

in the building, and the sandy construction site, Sewell devised concrete foundations “of

truncated pyramids under interior columns and truncated wedges under the walls,” their

sides sloping sixty degrees to support loads up to twenty tons per square foot. Sewell

devised this kind of foundation because he wished “to avoid putting steel grillages beneath

the basement floor” where they would be exposed to moisture that might eventually weaken

them. A dramatic rise in the cost of steel at the outset of the project forced Sewell to refine

his calculations for the steel frame to keep within the budget yet still erect exterior steel

and brick walls uniformly two feet, seven inches thick.

Sewell noted that the most perplexing part of the design was the structural system

for the floors because electricity was the only source of power to be used in the building and

each machine had its own motor. Moreover, Palmer’s planned introduction of linotype and

other hot metal printing technologies meant Sewell needed to plan for future holes in the

floors and different configurations of machines. His solution was a sandwich of concrete
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Captain John S. Sewell worked closely with GPO to design and construct a fireproof building suit-

able for the site and for the technical work of the Public Printer. The truncated pyramids used to

spread the weight of the steel frame are visible in August 1900. Sewell used both contractors and

laborers hired directly by his office in constructing the building, which had the “health and

comfort of employees” as one of its objectives. The rapidly increasing price of steel and other

construction materials was a problem during the project.

1884

August 7, 1900

October 30, 1900

Office of History, Corps of Engineers, ARCE 1901

Office of History, Corps of Engineers, ARCE 1901 



June 10, 1901

Post-1920

February 1886

Office of History, Corps of Engineers, ARCE 1901

Washingtoniana Division, D.C. Public Library



slab ceilings, a three-foot-tall crawl space to carry electrical cables and wires, and hollow

clay tile floors, thus marrying structural solidity, access, and flexibility for each of the

building’s horizontal levels. Because GPO’s engineers and electricians best understood how

the complex electrical and mechanical systems needed to work, they directed the Corps’

draftsmen in these aspects of the design. Sewell also allowed for more spacious vertical

shafts than were common in large buildings of the era to run ventilating and heating pipes

as well as electrical cables. When it was nearing completion, the Washington Post calcu-

lated that the GPO’s eight acres of floor space could accommodate the entire populations

of Washington and Baltimore. It was the largest printing office in the world and, when it

was nearly complete, Sewell went on to design and build the Government Printing Office

in Manila using the structural techniques he formulated for its prototype in Washington.16

A R M Y W A R C O L L E G E A N D A G R I C U L T U R E D E P A R T M E N T

B U I L D I N G

Sewell’s expertise in designing advanced structural systems also was used at the Army War

College and the Agriculture Department Building, both erected during the first decade of the

twentieth century. Secretary of War Elihu Root created the new Army War College in 1901 for

better integration of the Army’s various branches. L’Enfant identified the military installation’s

location on Greenleaf’s Point in 1791 and it has been in continuous use as one of Washington’s

principal military reservations since 1797. Since the 1840s the Washington Arsenal was at

Greenleaf’s Point, its buildings clustered at the south end of the peninsula and along its

central roadway. Early in 1902 former Engineer Commissioner and Commandant of the

Engineer School at Washington Barracks, Colonel William M. Black, carried a preliminary

site plan for the War College to the Capitol where McKim, Root, and McMillan were lunch-

ing. McKim’s legendary response was that Black had the “heel of the stocking where the toe

ought to be,” because the main buildings in the Army’s plan were near the north end of the

peninsula close to main transportation routes. Root immediately declared that McKim should

design the complex in order to take advantage of the beautiful site and prevailing breezes.

McKim and Sewell collaborated on the general plan that isolated the main War College

building on the central axis at the south end of the point and ranged the officers’ quarters

along its western shore. On July 21, 1902, Sewell traveled to New York and spent the day

working with McKim. “We really made progress, and Capt. Sewell left us with expressions

of satisfaction which I feel sure it will please you to know,” McKim reported to Root. “His

readiness to meet us in every way was particularly gratifying and encouraging to us.”17
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Sewell’s great challenge in building the Army War College was the site conditions

at the end of the peninsula. Preliminary plans had to be revised when trenching showed

that the point had been filled with a mosaic of different fill materials and foundations of

former buildings when the point had served as the arsenal. To support the buildings along

“General’s Row,” Sewell turned to a new device—reinforced concrete pilings. Learning

of the untried process, he negotiated a contract with the local licensee. Through weeks

of trial and error, Sewell worked out the best method of using the pilings, then built the

homes upon them. In 1906 Sewell received the American Society of Civil Engineers’

Norman Medal for his paper on innovative reinforced concrete design.18

Sewell was placed in charge of constructing the new Agriculture Department

Building on May 2, 1903. He oversaw the construction of the Agriculture Department’s

two laboratory wings (its connecting administration building was not erected until
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1908 plan were built.
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1927–30). Construction was delayed until the site was chosen and Sewell was involved

in those negotiations. For more than two years congressional committees, the Secretary

of Agriculture, and even President Roosevelt debated the relative merits of north and

south Mall sites for the building. Sewell often acted as a go-between among the inter-

ested parties. Once the site on the Mall’s higher south side was decided in February

1905 at a conference held in the Philadelphia office of the building’s architects Rankin,

Kellogg & Crane, the problem was how to situate it on its steeply graded block. McKim

represented the Senate Park Commission’s view and Bernard Green and Sewell repre-

sented the Corps because the siting and heights of the buildings under their charge

would be materially affected. The decision was that the Agriculture Department Building

should be built in a depression excavated ten feet below grade in order to conform to

the Mall’s overall grade proposed by the Senate Park Commission in its 1902 plan. At

the February meeting it was decided that Sewell should convince the Department of

Agriculture to accept the change. Sewell and McKim were allies in establishing the

parameters for the Mall’s present and future buildings.19

Sewell saw the laboratory wings of the Agriculture Department completed and was

promoted to major on June 9, 1907. Six months later he resigned from the Army (on

January 31, 1908) to become vice president (president in 1919) of the Alabama Marble

Company. Sewell’s resignation in mid-career was unusual among the elite Corps of

Engineers. Like many other former engineers, Sewell was called back to active service
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during World War I when he was named a Colonel of Engineers and after which he received

the Distinguished Service Medal, and was named an officer in the French Legion of Honor

and received the Belgium Order of Leopold. Sewell’s last major professional contribution

was as director of exhibits at the Century of Progress Exposition, held in Chicago in 1931.20

T H E C O R P S A N D T H E A M E R I C A N I N S T I T U T E O F

A R C H I T E C T S

At the turn of the twentieth century, the Corps and members of the AIA (by no means

the majority of Americans who worked as architects) increasingly collaborated on major

projects in and near Washington. The AIA had established five percent of a project’s total

costs as the minimum fee its members should charge and was trying to enforce this rate

for government projects. The government argued in turn that Corps engineers actually

performed many of the services normally included in architects’ fees. The Agriculture

Department Building’s architects, Lord & Hewlett, refused to sign the three and one-half

percent contract proffered by the government and were replaced by Rankin, Kellogg &

Crane of Philadelphia. While working together to ensure that the Mall’s first two buildings

would follow the Senate Park Commission’s plan regarding building and grading lines,
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laboratories were built on the
higher south side of the Mall.
In order to preserve the Senate
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Sewell, Green (who was superintending the construction of the Natural History Museum),

and McKim discussed in detail the issue of architects’ fees.21

On April 18, 1904, McKim wrote Green, “our own agreement with the Government,

in the work of the Army War College at Washington Barracks, has proved satisfactory

both to the Government and to ourselves.” He noted the three requirements of his firm’s

contract with the Army:

(1) ‘To be charged with all questions of plan, location, disposition and general

arrangement of buildings and grounds.

(2) To prepare the preliminary studies, working drawings, details and specifi-

cations necessary for the construction of the building in accordance with

the requirements of the War Department, and under the direction of the

Chief of Engineers.

(3) We should further expect to furnish such supervision and periodical

inspection of the work, in process of erection, as we should find neces-

sary to ascertain whether it was being executed in conformity with the

design and specifications, approved by the Chief of Engineers, and the

Secretary of War.’ 22

McKim then compared “supervision” of a building’s construction with

its “superintendence,” which he understood was to be done by the Corps.

The superintendent was the purchasing agent in charge of engineering

issues relating to drainage, heating, lighting, and plumbing, and inspected

materials and workmanship, with some supervision allowed the architects.23

Surprising to everyone at the time, the twentieth century began with a

sudden lessening of rancor between the architectural profession and the Corps

of Engineers. Roosevelt’s involvement in the Senate Park Commission’s design

and early implementation efforts included his Secretary of War, Elihu Root,

also a cosmopolitan New Yorker and a member of the Century Club. There the

country’s leading artists mixed freely with its political and business leaders.

Roosevelt and Root met McKim and other architects, who increasingly were seeking govern-

ment work, at the Century Club. Roosevelt and Root themselves may have asked that the

relative responsibilities of architects and Corps engineers working together on government

projects be clarified, or McKim may have taken the initiative.

In 1902 the AIA invited Colonel John Biddle, the Engineer Commissioner, and

Sewell to address its annual meeting. Biddle welcomed the architects to Washington and
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outlined the nature of his professional concerns in the age of skyscrapers, building

codes, and private interests versus public convenience. Sewell’s lengthy paper, on

the contrary, addressed the issue that most concerned the AIA: “The Relation of the

Architect and Engineer to the Design and Erection of Government Buildings.” McKim,

as the AIA’s new president, introduced Sewell as “a master builder for the Government,

a worthy successor of Casey and companion of Green, who aims to build for all time, as

the Roman constructors impressed themselves on civilization.” Sewell advocated a

simple system applicable to all departments of government because “there is much

complaint on the score of artistic merit, or structural excellence, or economical execu-

tion in many of the buildings erected under any of the existing [government] systems.”

His system was one that echoed the opinions of many in the architectural profession:

“The engineer should be a Government official, with authority to disburse funds and

make contracts; the architect should be in private practice.”24

In 1903 McKim drafted a long memorandum titled, “An Architect’s Service and

Remuneration,” in which he quoted several reports on the construction of government

buildings. Sewell’s November 3, 1903, report for the Government Printing Office calcu-

lated the Corps’ office expenses at six and six-tenths percent of the building’s total cost.

“This is exclusive of the cost of experts in heating, ventilation, plumbing, electrical

installation, and his own salary,” McKim noted. Bernard Green had argued with McKim

that “compensation of architects must be very moderate under Government employment”

because the government paid all of its skilled and professional employees less than what

they could make in the private world. He felt that there was an “acknowledged honor

and prestige obtained from government employment in professional fields” and that a

law should fix architects’ fees at four percent for government work independent of the

quality of the architect. McKim and other AIA members disagreed, partly because they

used their own staffs for work that was then duplicated by members of the Corps. Green’s

solution was a new “Office of Construction of Public Buildings, District of Columbia,”

which would have the authority to select architects as well as have total supervision of

all aspects of the construction of new buildings.25

G R A N T M E M O R I A L

The Grant Memorial Commission was established by Congress on February 23, 1901, and

an unprecedented $2.5 million was appropriated for Grant’s Memorial in comparison to

the $2 million appropriated later for the Lincoln Memorial. General Grenville M. Dodge,
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president of the Society of the Army of the Tennessee, chaired the commission, and its

members were Rhode Island Senator George Peabody Wetmore and Secretary of War

Elihu Root. From the outset, the commission planned “a statue or memorial,” but prior to

deciding on a memorial design it proposed locations either immediately south of the State,

War and Navy Building, or on the northern part of the Ellipse. The sudden proliferation of

commissions charged with Washington’s development fostered conflicts. By June 3, 1901,

three months after its initial meeting, the Senate Park Commission planned a huge

triumphal arch dedicated to Grant to terminate the Mall’s west axis at the Potomac River’s

edge. On June 7 Root convinced the Grant Memorial Commission to delay deciding on a

site until all the design entries (anticipated to be sculptural in character) were received.

The entries were not due for another ten months.26

About the same time, Root asked the Senate Park Commission to act as consultants

to the Grant Memorial Commission, the two commissions having conflicting ideas about

the location and character of the memorial to Grant. Daniel Burnham, chair of the Senate

Park Commission, lobbied Root via a letter in late August, arguing that the Potomac
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Park site for the Grant Memorial was one of the plan’s “five great points.” McKim

followed up with a meeting with Root six days later on August 28, and reported that

the secretary was personally in favor of the Mall site for the Grant Memorial but would

not oppose Dodge, unwilling to “over-ride a man so near the end of his career, whose

public services entitled him to such consideration.” Moving the Grant Memorial to the

Mall would have nullified the Grant Memorial Commission’s competition and undoubt-

edly caused concern in Congress, which had appropriated a quarter of a million dollars

for it. In late November 1901 McKim, the Mall’s principal designer, decided to move

the Grant Memorial to the foot of Capitol Hill just a month before the Senate Park

Commission’s plan was to be unveiled on January 1, 1902. This decision

led to repositioning the Lincoln Memorial (also originally conceived as a

triumphal arch), first located south of the White House on the far side of

the Tidal Basin.27

On February 4, 1903, a design by the young team composed of sculptor

Henry M. Shrady and architect Edward Pearce Casey was selected from

among twenty-seven entrants in the Grant Memorial competition. In 1901

Root suggested that statues of General Philip Sheridan and General

William T. Sherman be added as pendants to the figure of Grant. Shrady,

however, chose to represent Sheridan and Sherman via multi-figure groups

of artillery and cavalry, adding two relief panels depicting infantry on the

pedestal base of the equestrian figure of Grant, and four recumbent lions,

all modeled in clay, initially cast in plaster, and finally cast in bronze.28

The competition was contested, the choice of the former Botanic Garden

as the site was assailed, and Shrady’s relatively frail constitution led to

repeated delays in meeting deadlines, all challenges that a succession of

Corps officers successfully met, beginning with Theodore Bingham and ending with

Clarence O. Sherrill. Bingham secured the Corcoran Gallery’s exhibition space to display

the entries, made arrangements for a second, limited competition, and reported to Root

that Shrady’s sense of personal and professional decorum was superior to that of Charles

Henry Niehaus, the second-place contender. Shrady began working in February 1903,

although the site had not yet been finalized. His 1903 contract had two financially

burdensome stipulations—the posting of a $250,000 bond to ensure the project’s

completion, and incremental payments based on completion of plaster casts of each

section. In 1910, with the help of Colonel Cosby, Shrady had the latter requirement
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changed to the completion of the clay models. Casey’s architectural setting was erected

in 1908 and the four lions and eight candelabrum were installed shortly thereafter; the

artillery group (the largest and most complex bronze cast to that date in the United

States) was not put in place until 1911.29

By 1914 the Grant Memorial Commission was questioning Shrady about repeated

delays. Shrady wrote to the executive officer of that commission, Colonel William W. Harts:

“I am afraid Gen. Dodge [chairman of the commission] does not quite appreciate the great

task before me.” Colonel Harts, acting in his role as secretary of the Commission of Fine

Arts, wrote its sculptor member, Daniel Chester French, asking him to visit Shrady’s studio

and report on his progress. French’s reply to Harts echoed Shrady’s assertion. Harts then

wrote Dodge that the monument could not be unveiled before the spring of 1916. But

Dodge remained impatient and Harts was forced to continue pressuring Shrady. Early in

1916 the Cavalry Group was placed on its pedestal and Shrady’s family said Washington

“officials” stopped “hounding” him. When the figure of Grant was raised on its tall

pedestal in 1919, the central group was nearly forty feet high. “Shrady’s daughter recalled

that her father’s government patrons had instructed him to make the Grant larger than the

Victor Emanuel,…but that he had decided to make it two inches shorter for two reasons; in

deference to the Italian workmen he employed to assist him in his studio as he enlarged

the model to full size, and because he wanted his work to be distinguished by its merits,

rather than by its size.” The massive Victor Emmanuel II Monument on the north side of

Rome’s Capitoline Hill, dedicated to the first king of the united Italy, had been constructed

between 1885 and 1911.

When the two relief panels depicting the infantry had not been added to the base of

the Grant statue by June 1921, Colonel Clarence O. Sherrill, new Officer in Charge of

Public Buildings and Grounds, wrote Shrady that if they were not finished by October,

another sculptor would be hired to complete them. Sherrill reminded Charles Moore of

the Commission of Fine Arts, who intervened on the sculptor’s behalf, that Shrady’s

contract was extended ten times. Shrady hired a young sculptor, Edmund Amateis, to

work on the relief panels, but he was unable to complete them. The monument was

unveiled without them and the panels were not added until 1924. When the unfinished

sculpture was unveiled on Grant’s birthday, April 27, 1922, Shrady was already in the

hospital with a fatal illness. The physical and psychological stress of creating one of

America’s greatest sculptural works, and the difficulties he encountered dealing with the

Washington bureaucracy, are cited as the cause of his death at the age of forty-nine.30
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L I N C O L N M E M O R I A L

In 1911 President William Howard Taft signed a bill establishing the Lincoln Memorial

Commission, which he chaired. Its six other members were all congressmen, including

Illinoisan Joseph Cannon, one of the bill’s sponsors. This commission was a departure from

others instituted to bring about Washington buildings and sculpture because the Secretary

of War was not included. The Corps’ particularly broad involvement in the Lincoln Memorial,

however, was legislated in other ways. The major decision taken at the commission’s first

meeting on March 4, 1911, was to require the newly-formed Commission of Fine Arts

(approved May 17, 1910) to advise on the “location, plan, and designs” of the Lincoln

Memorial. The act establishing the Fine Arts Commission required that all federal com-

missions proposing buildings or sculpture in Washington consult the new commission.31

Three of the original seven congressionally appointed members of the Commission

of Fine Arts had been instrumental in the formation and execution of the Senate Park

Commission’s plan of 1902: architect Daniel H. Burnham, landscape architect Frederick

Law Olmsted, Jr., and layman Charles Moore, McMillan’s trusted secretary. Its other

members were respected American artists, and its secretary managed day-to-day opera-

tions, advised its members about pending and current legislation, and communicated

recommendations to pertinent government officials. From June 17, 1910, the secretary

of the Commission of Fine Arts was ex officio the Corps Officer in Charge of Public

Buildings and Grounds. The first four secretaries of the Commission, who served during

the creation of the Lincoln Memorial from 1910 to 1922, were all Army Engineers.32

At its second meeting on July 25, 1911, the Lincoln Memorial Commission chose a

secretary and appointed the ex officio Engineer Officer in Charge of Public Buildings

and Grounds as its disbursing officer. Colonel Spencer Cosby (1867–1962) held both

positions until October 1, 1913; at the August 8, 1911, meeting of the Lincoln Memorial

Commission, the engineer officer’s responsibilities were increased to “executive and

disbursing officer.” Thus, duties at both levels of responsibility for achieving the Lincoln

Memorial—that of influencing and communicating decisions about its design and that

of managerial and construction oversight—were given to Cosby and his successors.

Choosing a design for the Lincoln Memorial was tied directly to the selection of its

site, a rancorous process because Cannon opposed the Senate Park Commission’s

proposed site that was adopted by the Commission of Fine Arts. Cannon opposed the Park

Commission from its founding because McMillan bypassed the House Appropriations

Committee when Cannon was its chairman. Moreover, Cannon could not imagine that an
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area he first had known as a tidal marsh, and later as a desolate field of rubble after the

Corps’ reclamation operations of the 1880s, could ever be made appropriately beautiful

to commemorate Lincoln.

A public competition for the Lincoln Memorial was expected and would have been

normal for such an important structure, but in August 1911 the Commission of Fine Arts

decided to select the young architect Henry Bacon (1866–1924), well respected among

architects but without a national reputation. At the August 22, 1911, meeting of the

Lincoln Memorial Commission, Cannon had enough votes to pass a resolution allowing

the Executive and Disbursing Officer, with the chairman’s approval, to contract with New

York architect John Russell Pope to make designs for the Lincoln Memorial on two alter-

nate sites. The resolution further authorized Pope to “make use of the office force of the

Superintendent of the Capitol Building and Grounds.”33

Thus Cosby oversaw a limited quasi-competition for removing the Lincoln Memorial

from its Mall site, favored by one commission for which he was the executive officer and

opposed by another for which he was the secretary and executive officer. The engineer

favored Bacon’s appointment as architect, and the Mall site, the position adopted by

President Taft, one of the Senate Park Commission’s staunchest supporters when he was

Secretary of War and the creator of the Commission of Fine Arts in 1910. As chair of the

Lincoln Memorial Commission, Taft was required to carry out any majority resolution and

Cosby was required to implement its injunctions. For the next several months, Cosby

attended the meetings of both commissions and was privy to their conflicting points of

views and strategies, drew upon Army Engineers to gather data about the alternate sites,

and communicated this information, as well as some of the changing political scene, to

the architects and the various commission members.34

Public and professional opinion was divided over the designs but when the Lincoln

Memorial Commission met on January 22, 1912, it was to debate the site and not the

relative merits of the designs. Cannon was joined by Speaker of the House, James

Beauchamp Clark of Missouri, in supporting first one and then the other of the alternate

sites. The meeting ended with the resolution that the Commission of Fine Arts be

consulted about erecting an obelisk dedicated to Lincoln similar to the Washington

Monument “on a suitable site in the District of Columbia” when the members could

not agree on any of the three sites under consideration. The Commission of Fine Arts

rejected the idea of an obelisk and voted to retain the Mall site, inviting both Bacon and

Pope to refine their designs to fit in West Potomac Park. Speaker Clark’s response to his
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and Cannon’s defeat on the site was to revive the popular idea of the Lincoln Memorial

Highway between Washington and Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, one of the earliest ideas of

how to memorialize Lincoln. The American Automobile Association was their ally in this

protracted effort.35

In order to protect Bacon’s building on the Mall, Glenn Brown of the AIA informed

Congress that the highway would cost $34 million to construct and $3 million annually

to maintain in comparison to the $2 million appropriated for the Lincoln Memorial. The

memorial road association countered that the construction cost would be $1.5 million.

The authoritative voice that decided the issue to the satisfaction of Congress was that

of Major William V. Judson (1865–1923), Washington’s Engineer Commissioner from

1909 to 1913. From his experience building roads in Puerto Rico and knowledge of

Hains’s survey for a memorial route to Mount Vernon, Judson informed Congress that

the Gettysburg road would cost more than $20 million to build and “considerably over

$1,000,000 for annual maintenance. The estimate of cost covers no ornamental features

of any kind, not even trees.”36

Bacon and Pope presented their revised designs to the Commission of Fine Arts on

March 22 and 23 and to the Lincoln Memorial Commission on March 28. The Commission

of Fine Arts preferred Bacon’s design, but the Lincoln Memorial Commission could not

agree then nor when they met again on April 10. Six days later, however, the vote was

four-to-two in favor of Bacon’s design. On December 4, 1912, with one dissenting vote,

the Senate approved the resolution to build Bacon’s Lincoln Memorial at the west end of

the Mall and on January 29, 1913, the resolution passed both houses of Congress. Cosby’s

role then changed from intermediary and facilitator in this intensely political and cultural

battle to supervisor of construction. Until he was relieved on September 10, Cosby

reviewed foundation blueprints made by Bacon’s engineer, L. J. Lincoln, and changed the

concrete aggregate formula in the specifications to agree with Lincoln’s calculations.37

On September 10, 1913, the day bids for the foundations were opened, Colonel

William W. Harts replaced Cosby on the various commissions overseeing the Lincoln

Memorial. He was immediately embroiled in a dispute about whether the Secretary of War

or the president of the Lincoln Memorial Commission was authorized to award contracts.

“It is understood that Mr. Taft is of the opinion that the commission has the power to award

the contract, and that the Secretary’s [of War] duties were merely perfunctory.” The Attorney

General ruled that the Secretary of War alone had the authority to award contracts while

the Lincoln Memorial Commission had the power to select the design and oversee its
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construction. The Washington Evening Star viewed this as a business matter and urged

that re-advertising for bids not cause delay in the memorial’s construction. Bacon wrote

Harts: “I feel as if I had been drawn through twenty knot holes, each one smaller than the

previous one, and if the process had been kept up much longer, I should have been smaller

mentally, morally and physically than the longest knitting needle in Christendom.”38

During his four years as Officer in Charge of Public Buildings and Grounds, Harts

presided over the Lincoln Memorial’s construction from sub-foundations to carving the

friezes. Lincoln Memorial scholar Christopher A. Thomas noted, “The Lincoln Memorial

appears to be a peripheral temple standing on a hill, but this is a calculated deception,

since the building is really more like the top story of a skyscraper that is buried for most

of its height.” The sub-foundations contain 122 circular concrete piers surrounded by

steel cylinders that were driven down to bedrock 100 feet below the surface and anchored

to it by reinforcing bars; this method was suggested by one of the contractors who submit-

ted bids. This construction method had been used to erect piers of bridges, but not for

dry-land construction. The upper foundations are concrete columns—some hollow and

some reinforced—whose arched tops provide the platform on which the memorial’s floor

sits forty-five feet above the ground. The foundations were of great import because the

memorial’s thirty-six columns representing the states in the Union—ignoring Southern

secession when Lincoln was president—were composed of 456 drums, each weighing

tons. The total weight of the marble superstructure was calculated at 11,400 tons. Harts

approved the Colorado Yule marble, more expensive than eastern marble, for the Lincoln

Memorial’s superstructure because it was the best material and the quarry was able to cut

the large blocks Bacon wanted.39

The mutual respect of several urbane men—Moore, Harts, Bacon, and sculptor

Daniel Chester French—made the Lincoln Memorial a masterpiece. Like Shrady, sculp-

tor of the Grant Memorial, French personally spent more than he earned to produce the

seated Lincoln because he made repeated sketch models in varying poses and increased

the size until the figure fit perfectly into the space Bacon created for it. The original

contract called for a ten-foot-tall bronze statue but French determined that a nineteen-

foot-tall marble one was the only solution. When Harts did not reply immediately to

his request to amend the contract, French wrote Moore that Harts “has a laudable ambi-

tion to build the entire Monument within the appropriation.” Working with the Lincoln

Memorial Commission, Harts wrote a supplemental contract for $43,000 to cover the

additional cost of the marble carving company that turned French’s model into the final
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sculpture.40 Although construction continued during World War I, the memorial would

not be finished until near its end.

In his memoirs, Harts noted his role in the creation of the Reflecting Pool between

the Lincoln Memorial and the Washington Monument.

In one of the early laws it had been prohibited to build any lake or lagoon

in Potomac Park simply because Speaker Cannon [elected Speaker during

the 58th Congress in 1903]…did not like them and thought it would be

unwarranted as an expense. But when I excavated for the soil [to fill in

around the memorial’s raised foundations], water came in and made a

lagoon anyway. One day, when Mr. Cannon was visiting the Memorial

before it was quite finished as we stood on the steps looking toward the

Washington Monument, I asked him why he objected to the lagoon which

was an architectural feature already of much beauty….He chewed his cigar

for a few moments and then said “The trouble with you fellows is that you

start your kindergarten too late.” This was quite an admission for him to

make of his earlier mistakes. Now the Lincoln Memorial in its majestic

beauty justifies all the struggle to select this memorial instead of a highway

to Gettysburg.41

Harts (1866–1961) was born in Springfield, Illinois, the son of a lawyer whose family

had emigrated from Bavaria in 1709. He attended Princeton University from 1884 to 1885

but left to finish his education at West Point. When Harts was selected as military aide to

the president in 1913, and automatically placed in charge of public buildings and grounds

in Washington, he already had an eventful and varied career of postings from the Atlantic

to the Pacific coasts.42

In his annual report for 1916, Harts outlined the twenty-six duties assigned to the

Officer in Charge of Public Buildings and Grounds, the ongoing care of existing govern-

ment buildings and parks, and the supervision of newly-launched projects—a variety of

monuments, bridges, and buildings. His vivid account of the duties of the president’s

military aide, ranging from significant to menial, is an excellent record of how the city’s

military, political, diplomatic, and civilian populations interacted socially. His duties at the

White House were “often trying and annoying…[b]ut my position likewise gave me a great

prestige. I had to arrange the great receptions, introduce guests to the President on almost

all occasions, lead the march to the State dinners, select military and naval aides for White
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House receptions, musicales and teas.” Conversely, Harts “was responsible for the machin-

ery of the parking of private carriages, at coming functions, the heating and lighting of the

building[,] interior decorations and flowers, maintenance of furniture, the cloak-rooms, the

green-houses, the guarding and care of the grounds, the upkeep of the building itself,

payment of servants and many other items of the drudgery class.” The simultaneous

involvement of the Corps’ officers in the multiple layers of official Washington that Harts

described helped them speak with authority in all their positions.

R O C K C R E E K P A R K

The Senate Park Commission’s proposed changes to Washington in 1902 were broad ranging

in their extent because Senator McMillan intended the plan to coordinate the government’s

ongoing projects relating to infrastructure as well as to the city’s future expansion. The

Senate and House Committees on the District of Columbia, working with the Commissioners

of the District of Columbia, were its de facto city government, a situation that McMillan

balanced with his responsibilities as a member of Congress. Serious citizen involvement in

Washington’s municipal affairs had begun with securing amenities that other municipalities

were providing for their residents. In early July 1866 a group of Washington residents,

including Montgomery Meigs, sent a petition to Congress, asking that “some public park

within a convenient distance of their residences, to which they could resort after the labor

of the day, and to which they could send their wives and children during the heat of the day,

for relief from the heated and impure air of the city” be undertaken.

A Senate resolution of July 18, 1866, instructed the Secretary of War to “make prelim-

inary surveys and maps of certain tracts of land adjoining or near this city for the purposes

of a public park and also a suitable site for a Presidential mansion.” Major Nathaniel

Michler was detailed by the Chief of Engineers to this task, and in his report he recom-

mended separate sites to fit each of these purposes. He noted that the alternative of

combining them would not be a problem, considering that “so many splendid situations

present themselves from which to make a selection.” For the public park he recommended

part of the valley of Rock Creek and its tributaries, setting aside from 1,800 to 2,540 acres

at a cost to Congress of between $360,000 and $580,000. “With its charming drives and

walks, its hills and dales, its pleasant valleys and deep ravines, its primeval forests and

cultivated fields, its running waters, its rocks clothed with rich ferns and mosses, its repose

and tranquility, its light and shade, its ever-varying shrubbery, its beautiful and extensive

views, the locality is already possessed with all the features necessary for the object in
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view.” He suggested starting the construction of the public park “as soon as practicable. It

is a grand and beautiful undertaking and should be prosecuted with the greatest energy.”43

Missouri senator Benjamin Brown, chairman of the Senate Committee on Public

Buildings and Grounds, introduced a bill in the Senate in early 1867 that called for estab-

lishment of a park within the boundaries suggested by Michler. The bill provided for the

establishment of a commission to acquire the necessary land, and it named Michler and then

Brevet Major General Meigs to investigate further. The bill was tabled and, as Brown left the

Senate at the end of that term, not taken up again. In 1880 assistant engineer commissioner

Captain Richard L. Hoxie proposed another plan for Rock Creek valley. To ensure a clean

and plentiful supply of fresh water for the growing city of Washington, Hoxie recommended

damming Rock Creek to make a 1,300-acre lake above Georgetown, its shores to be used as

a park. Banker W. W. Corcoran, Supreme Court Justice William Strong, and Josiah Dent,

representing the city’s businessmen, futilely urged creation of the park again in 1883.

Additional legislative attempts to create the park failed in 1884, 1886, 1888, and 1889.44

On Thanksgiving Day 1888, the wealthy and well-connected Charles C. Glover, a

partner in the banking firm of Riggs and Company, invited four influential friends on

an outing into the area of the proposed park. After horseback riding through the country,

these men agreed to work to get the park authorized. Glover’s guests were his business

partners James M. Johnson and Thomas Hyde, lawyer Calderon Carlisle, and Assistant

Engineer Commissioner Captain Thomas W. Symonds. Not long after this excursion,

Johnson and Carlisle drafted new legislation under the direction of Glover. Glover had

a friend and ally in Crosby S. Noyes, editor of the Evening Star. In a December 1888

editorial Noyes wrote, “The project of converting the picturesque Rock Creek Valley

into a public park has long been cherished by thoughtful citizens as the one thing

needed to justify the claim of Washington to a rank among the most beautiful and

attractive capital cities of the world.” The following January 11, a citizen’s meeting at

the Atlantic Building elected an economically and politically well-connected executive

committee to lobby Congress and organize public support for the park. The committee

included Glover and Noyes.45

Extensive lobbying led to another attempt, in January 1889, to bring a park bill

before the House. Its failure led to an effort to add the park to the then-pending National

Zoological Park legislation. This had the effect of forcing the passage of the zoo bill, for

park opponents agreed to authorize the zoo if park proponents agreed to kill the Rock

Creek Park rider. The zoo was authorized on March 2, 1889, and with this partial victory
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Park watchman in uniform at
the beginning of the twentieth
century. The Office of Public
Buildings and Grounds argued
in its 1904 report that the
watchmen had the duties and
responsibilities of policemen
and should be formally called
policemen. The watchmen
patrolled the public parks, and
each year the office provided
statistics on the number of
people arrested and their
alleged crimes.
National Archives no. 42-SPB-93
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Glover was able to convince powerful Ohio Senator John Sherman to

support the full park. Sherman introduced new legislation in 1890.

While his bill passed the Senate at the end of January, it got stuck

in the House as objections were raised (not for the first time) that

the park was simply a device to aid local land speculators, includ-

ing Senator Sherman, who owned extensive tracts in the northwest

suburbs. The bill narrowly failed a vote in April, but was brought

up again in May and passed. A conference committee reconciled

the Senate and House versions, the final bill passed both houses,

and Benjamin Harrison signed it into law September 27, 1890.46

The authorizing legislation set aside an area along both banks

of Rock Creek from Klingle Ford Bridge to the district line “as

a public park or pleasure ground for the benefit and enjoyment of

the people of the United States, to be known by the name of Rock

Creek Park.”47 The park was not to exceed two thousand acres nor

was its land to cost more than $1.2 million. Half of the land acqui-

sition cost and half of future maintenance and improvement costs

for the park were to be paid by the District of Columbia. The legis-

lation established a park commission consisting of the Chief of Engineers, the Engineer

Commissioner and three citizens, in this case reporter and Civil War veteran officer

Henry V. N. Boynton, Smithsonian Institution secretary Samuel P. Langley, and attorney

R. Ross Perry. Major General Thomas L. Casey and Colonel Henry M. Robert (perhaps

best known as author of Robert’s Rules of Order) initially filled the first two roles. Captain

William T. Rossell, assistant Engineer Commissioner, served as executive officer to the

commission. Secretary Langley was a key figure in the creation of the zoo, and his

knowledge of the Rock Creek valley recommended him to the commission charged with

establishing the shape and size of the new park.48

The commission established a final map of the park by March 1891 and undertook

the acquisition of land based on it. Most landowners did not accept the commission’s

offers for their property, and legal condemnation proceedings were required to obtain the

land, which reduced the parcels’ size to keep costs below the appropriation. All the land

was purchased by mid-April 1892, the park containing just less than 1,606 acres. Rock

Creek Park was placed under the joint jurisdiction of the District Commissioners and the

Chief of Engineers. These men organized themselves into the Board of Control of Rock
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Timber footbridge over Rock
Creek Park. This bowstring, or

grapevine truss, bridge was
located near Beach Drive
and illustrates the rustic
construction in the park.
Library of Congress, Prints and

Photographs Division, LC-H823-B08-021



Creek Park and assumed control of the reservation on New Year’s Day, 1895. Captain

Gustav Fieburger was the board’s first executive officer, and he had direct responsibility

for administering and superintending the park.49

The established park was not improved quickly. Despite community petitions and

resolutions to the District Commissioners and Congress, the first Congressional appro-

priation for park maintenance came only in 1899. Through 1912 less than $225,000 had

been appropriated in total for park development. What resources were available went

primarily to the construction or improvement of roads, bridges, and bridle and footpaths.

Existing country roads and trails served as the basis for the Corps of Engineers’ efforts to

create public access to the park. Captain Lansing H. Beach was largely responsible for

initiating the park’s road building program in 1897, despite the dearth of funds, and he

lessened park labor costs through the use of convict labor. The central role played by

Beach and his successor engineers in the creation of Rock Creek’s roads led to most of

the roads being named after them. The Board of Control named the drive along Rock

Creek, which Beach planned and superintended at the turn of the century, in his honor

in 1901, while he was Engineer Commissioner.50

The Washington Evening Star reported on the progress of the park in 1901. “It may be

interesting to know…that Rock Creek Park is twice as large as Central Park, upon which

Greater New York plumes herself with so much pride, and that in natural beauties Rock Creek
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Grant Road Bridge across
Broad Branch Creek in Rock
Creek Park. Built around 1898,
this granite and brick arch
bridge twenty-one feet wide and
with a ten foot span was one of
the earliest bridges that the
engineers built in the park.
Library of Congress, Prints and
Photographs Division, HAER, DC,
WASH, 566-2



Park is a hundred times much superior to the much vaunted parallelogram on Manhattan

Island.” The paper described Engineer Commissioner Captain Beach as “the guardian angel”

of the park, “the moving spirit in the transformation now in progress, and his effective vicar

in the good work has been and is Mr. W. B. Richards, of the District engineer office.”51

The Senate Park Commission’s 1901–02 proposals called for a comprehensive

development plan for Rock Creek Park, to prevent piecemeal road and facility building

from damaging the landscape. A proposal by the district surveyor in 1916 to create a

“Municipal Play Grounds and Recreation Park” within the federal reservation led Chief

of Engineers Major General William M. Black to request an assessment from Colonel

William W. Harts. Harts, in charge of the Office of Public Buildings and Grounds,

pointed out “the urgent need of having a carefully considered plan for the entire park

prepared by a competent landscape architect.”52 Black therefore ordered Harts in early

1917 to prepare an overall planning study for the park. Just prior, however, Engineer

Commissioner Colonel Charles W. Kutz, Black’s colleague on the Board of Control, had

contacted Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr. to engage his park-planning services. A contract

with Olmsted, although eventually signed, was delayed until May 1917 as the Engineer

Commissioner and the Chief of Engineers came to an agreement over whether a civilian

firm or a military office was best to plan the park.53

The Olmsted brothers’ December 1918 final plan began, “The dominant considera-

tion, never to be subordinated to any other purpose in dealing with Rock Creek Park, is

the permanent preservation of its wonderful natural beauty, and the making of that beauty

acessible to people without spoiling the scenery in the process.” Departing from patterns

set by Frederick Law Olmsted, Sr.’s plans for Central Park in New York and Frederick

Law Olmsted, Jr.’s for Washington’s Mall, the firm recommended division of the valley into

“use areas” and “growth areas.” In the former, recreational features were discreetly intro-

duced; in the latter, the natural forest was to be preserved except for necessary tending to

prevent fire and disease. A corridor of natural forms, changing with the seasons, would

curve through the densely settled district—principles the park’s caretakers followed in

developing Rock Creek Park. Before the Olmsted Brothers released their study, Congress

acted to integrate the park into the District of Columbia’s park system, assigning adminis-

tration of the park to the Office of Public Buildings and Grounds on July 1, 1918. Army

Engineers superintended the construction and maintenance of the structures, roads, and

landscape in the park until it was transferred, along with the rest of the city’s park

system, to the National Park Service in 1933.54

166

C H A P T E R 4

Major General Lansing H. Beach. 
Captain Beach served as assistant to

the Engineer Commissioner of the
District of Columbia from 1894 to

1898 and then as Engineer
Commissioner from 1898 to 1901.

He was a popular commissioner and
called the “guardian angel” of
Rock Creek Park, whose main
thoroughfare was named in his

honor. He completed his military
career as Chief of Engineers

from 1920 to 1924.
Office of History, Corps of Engineers

“The dominant
consideration, never to
be subordinated to any

other purpose in dealing
with Rock Creek Park, is

the permanent preservation
of its wonderful natural
beauty, and the making

of that beauty acessible to
people without spoiling the

scenery in the process.”



The establishment of Rock Creek Park stimulated interest in protecting

additional Rock Creek valley lands, particularly the stretch between the

zoo and the Potomac River. For two decades beginning in 1889 there were

two schools of thought about how to reclaim the lower valley. One, supported

in large part by Georgetown business interests west of the creek, called for

enclosing the stream and filling in the valley, using the new land for a wide

ceremonial parkway. City of Washington interests proposed beautifying the

existing valley and placing a scenic drive parallel to the streambed. In 1892

Engineer Commissioner Captain William T. Rossell undertook a congression-

ally mandated study of the closed valley plan; he proposed constructing a

five-foot-high arch over the creek, with landfill over and around it to create

useable real estate in the valley. While this land might add to the district’s

tax base, Rossell found the notion of enclosing the stream “wrong in princi-

pal and enormously expensive.” In 1901 Beach cited crime in the lower

valley as his primary reason for supporting the closed valley plan.55

Washington’s powerful Board of Trade sponsored proposals in 1889

and 1899 for a scenic parkway in the lower valley. In 1900 Congress again

looked into the matter, appropriating funds to hire a professional landscape

architect to address the problem of linking West Potomac Park and the

zoo. Colonel Theodore Bingham, head of the Office of Public Buildings

and Grounds, hired New Yorker Samuel Parsons, Jr., (who had worked on

Central Park and was a founder of the American Society of Landscape

Architects) to investigate the parkway question, as well as propose plans

for a park that would integrate newly reclaimed land south and west of

the Washington Monument with the rest of the Mall. Parsons’s ambitious

plan for connecting the zoo with the Mall, while endorsed by the Chief

of Engineers and the Secretary of War, was practically and politically

unrealistic because it cut broad swaths through densely populated

Washington neighborhoods.56

Parsons’s parkway and Mall plans were designed to provide wide carriageways,

either straight boulevards or along broad curves, because carriage drives were a major

form of outdoor entertainment for Washington’s elite during the 1890s. In 1900 Bingham

proposed two plans for the Mall, both designs opening a central, tree-lined roadway

beginning at the foot of Capitol Hill and progressing to a rond point encircling the
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“Preliminary Design for the
Treatment of Rock Creek and
Potomac Parkway,” 1916,
drawn by James G. Langdon,
Office of Public Buildings and
Grounds, who had been hired
as the Senate Park Commission’s
draftsman in 1901
Commission of Fine Arts
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Washington Monument that connected to drives leading to Rock Creek. Bingham’s plans

also included pleasure drives around the perimeter of Potomac Park, including Hains

Point, a feature of both areas today. Early in 1900 Bingham also hired Chicago architect

Henry Ives Cobb to execute a design for “suggestions for locating future Government

Building in the District of Columbia” that centered on a diagonal avenue through the

Mall from the foot of Capitol Hill to the foot of New York Avenue, the terminus of the

proposed Memorial Bridge. In all three of these cases, the intimate nature of the Mall’s

extensive picturesque garden would be preserved while providing drives through it;

Bingham opposed the Senate Park Commission’s open treatment of the Mall because it

destroyed its bucolic character. A pragmatist, either by nature or training, Bingham (like

most Washingtonians at the time) thought of the Mall as a pedestrian precinct, a shaded

refuge rather than a monumental setting for public buildings.57 None of these plans,

however, would be executed until after World War I.

W A S H I N G T O N A Q U E D U C T

Population expansion in the federal city during and after the Civil War led, in the 1870s,

to numerous calls for increased capacity in the city’s water supply, the infrastructure need

that the Corps had initially built and now needed to expand. Montgomery Meigs himself

advocated the construction of a second distributing reservoir, reviving an unrealized

component of his original 1853 plan. On July 15, 1882, Congress approved two solutions

to the water problem. Following a recommendation first put forward by Lieutenant Colonel

Thomas L. Casey in 1881, it permitted extension of the Great Falls Dam to the Virginia

riverbank, and it authorized a second distributing reservoir and second tunnel from Great

Falls. The dam spanned the Potomac by 1886, allowing the level of water above the intake

to be controlled for the first time.58

Major Garrett J. Lydecker, engineer commissioner from May 1882 until May 1886,

was given charge of the aqueduct in August 1882—one month after Congress authorized

the new reservoir.59 To improve water flow to the eastern parts of the city he chose the site

of Smith Spring near Howard University for the new storage facility, on high ground east

of Rock Creek. Rather than build a covered conduit from the Potomac, as Meigs had done,

Lydecker planned to bring water through a deep, twenty-one-thousand-foot-long tunnel

under the Rock Creek valley. Expecting favorable conditions that would not require a lined

tunnel, Lydecker wrote, “There is no reasonable doubt that this tunnel can be carried

through solid rock in a direct line between the terminal points.”60
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“[S]ubstantially the whole
and every part of the lining

of the tunnel is absolutely
and enormously defective.”



Numerous difficulties plagued construction of the Washington City Tunnel. Incomplete

testing of the rock conditions along the route failed to reveal the poor quality of the rock,

and the engineers realized after work began that much of the tunnel would have to be lined,

adding significantly to the cost. When a new civilian assistant engineer resurveyed the route

in 1885, he discovered misalignments that could have kept the various sections of the tunnel

construction from meeting. Shoddy workmanship in the lining of the tunnel and escalating

costs led to a congressional investigation of the project beginning in October 1888. At this

point, the reservoir was almost done and the mains connecting it to downtown already laid.61

A select congressional committee, advised by a “board of three highly qualified civil

engineers” that included Joseph M. Wilson of Philadelphia, criticized the contracting prac-

tices, management, and construction quality of the project. “It appears beyond all question,”

the committee’s report declared, “that substantially the whole and every part of the lining of

the tunnel is absolutely and enormously defective.” With evidence of the contractors bribing

government inspectors, the committee found Lydecker and his assistants negligent in the
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Plan of the New Washington
City Tunnel from the
Distributing Reservoir (later
renamed the Georgetown
Reservoir) to the New Reservoir
(later named the McMillan
Reservoir in honor of Senator
James McMillan who during
the 1890s worked tirelessly to
ensure a clean water supply for
Washington), located east of
Howard University, 1884
Office of History, Corps of Engineers,
ARCE 1883
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“Longitudinal Section of
Tunnel Showing Monthly

Progress to June 30th,
1886.” This detailed

drawing shows the
ambitious plan to build
a four-mile-long tunnel

through the upland
sections of the District of

Columbia. Poor
information on soil

conditions and
contractor problems led

Congress to halt
construction of the

tunnel in 1888. The
Corps resumed work in
1898 and completed the

tunnel in 1901.
Office of History, Corps of

Engineers, ARCE 1886



project’s oversight and the tunnel was abandoned. Acknowledging the continued need for

better water service to the eastern parts of the city, the board of engineers recommended the

speedy installation of additional mains out of the original distributing reservoir. With money

approved March 2, 1889, the new officer in charge of the Aqueduct, Lieutenant Colonel

George H. Elliot, brought the new pipes into use just over a year later.62

The city water was frequently turbid, however, a condition long noted by the officers in

charge of the Aqueduct. Although it remained healthier to use than water from the city’s

numerous wells, its aesthetic qualities drove many citizens back to their wells. Public Health

officials felt this preference left the city vulnerable to outbreaks of contagious disease, partic-

ularly typhoid fever. The Senate ordered a study of water filtering at the beginning of 1886.

Completed by engineer Captain Thomas W. Symons, the study recommended filtration;

however Colonel Elliot, in charge of the Aqueduct, did not feel filtration was necessary.

Elliot moved, nevertheless, to add sedimentation capacity to the system by bringing the

idle receiving reservoir near the Little Falls Branch back into service in 1893–95.63

The Washington Star commented, “Our nectar of the Alleghenies will, it is asserted,

be as bright and clean as liquid diamond. Every time a Washingtonian holds a glass of

redeemed Potomac water to his lips, he will say, ‘Here’s to Colonel Elliott.’” But this
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Section of the Washington City
Tunnel under construction

in July 1899. The section of
the tunnel under Rock Creek

was lined with cast-iron
when tunnel construction

recommenced in 1898.
Washington Aqueduct Division,

Baltimore Engineer District

Foundry Branch shaft leading
to the tunnel connecting the

distributing reservoir and
the new reservoir, 1884. The

engineers built three shafts at
Foundry Branch, Rock Creek,

and Champlain Avenue.
Washington Aqueduct Division,

Baltimore Engineer District



effort had limited effect, and the Washington Star printed further comments a year later:

“A person of cleanly habits, who knows he is not as dirty as the contents of his tub, hesi-

tates long before he takes his dip….But when it comes to using the stuff as a beverage,

the matter takes on even a worse aspect. It is as dark in color as a glass of bock beer,

and not nearly as translucent, or anything like as tempting.”64

Thinking more sedimentation would help, on March 2, 1895, Congress ordered a

detailed report on the feasibility of completing the second reservoir and its flawed tunnel.

A board of four army and two civil engineers found in favor of the project, and in 1896 the

Chief of Engineers asked Congress for money to resume work. Within two years money was

appropriated and work resumed at the end of 1898. The tunnel was finished in 1901, and

the reservoir was brought into full operation at the beginning of 1902.65

The Senate again requested information on filtering the Potomac water in January

1898, and the entire Congress ordered another filtering study in June. Lieutenant
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Built to conceal the sluice gates
that directed water under
Conduit Road (now MacArthur
Boulevard) to the tunnel, the
gatehouse completed in 1902
was designed to resemble the
Corps of Engineers’ castle
insignia on all four of its facades.
Washington Aqueduct Division,
Baltimore Engineer District
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Workers at the McMillan plant
shoveling sand into a movable

ejector during the construction of
the slow sand filter plant, 1904.

When the plant was in operation,
workers shoveled about two

inches of dirty sand into movable
ejectors, like the one shown here,
for transfer to the sand washers.
In the background are the round
towers used to store clean sand.

Now vine-covered, the towers
became local landmarks west of

North Capitol Street.
Washington Aqueduct Division,

Baltimore Engineer District

McMillan Reservoir with fountain
in the foreground. In 1913 the
citizens of Michigan paid for a

fountain designed by Herbert
Adams to honor their former

senator. The federal government
paid for the base and landscaping
designed by Charles Adams Platt

who also designed the Freer
Gallery on the Mall.

Washington Aqueduct Division,
Baltimore Engineer District

Slow sand filter at the McMillan
Slow Sand Filter Plant, ca. 1910.

Twenty-nine slow sand filters,
each one acre in size, filtered

water through more than two feet
of sand. The piles of clean sand

shown here were dumped into the
filters through manholes in the

roof and distributed evenly over
the sand already in place.

Washington Aqueduct Division,
Baltimore Engineer District
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Colonel Alexander M. Miller reported on March 28, 1900, recommending construction

of mechanical (or rapid-sand) filters at the new Howard University Reservoir. Local

professional and citizen’s organizations objected to the chemicals used in this filtration

process, and the Senate Committee on the District of Columbia chaired by James

McMillan (who had been very involved in public works in Detroit before being elected

to Congress in 1889) held hearings on the issue. A subsequent Senate-appointed

committee of civilian experts recommended chemical-free slow-sand filtration, and

Congress approved construction of such filters on March 1, 1901. This effective filtering

system, substantially designed by Miller, was built between the spring of 1903 and the

end of 1905. The following year, Secretary of War William Howard Taft ordered the

reservoir and new filters named after the late Senator McMillan, who died in 1902.66

P O T O M A C R I V E R F L A T S R E C L A M A T I O N

In 1897 Washington banker Charles C. Glover, a longtime advocate for the reclamation

of the Potomac flats, persuaded Congress to order the 628 acres of land reclaimed by the

engineers since the 1880s “forever held and used as a park for the recreation and pleas-

ure of the people.”67 Though land building continued until 1913, the Washington District

gradually transferred the reclaimed area to the Office of Public Buildings and Grounds,

Potomac Park looking northeast
to Washington Monument with
drive along the Tidal Basin, 1906
National Archives no. 77-H-3334F-27
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(Top)

Potomac Park, the Tidal Basin,
the Outlet Gate, and Washington

Channel from the Washington
Monument, 1899. The propagating
gardens are in the foreground and
the reclaimed land along the Tidal

Basin and in East Potomac Park
is largely unlandscaped.

National Archives no. 77-H-3048-11

(Bottom)

Potomac Park, the Tidal Basin,
the Outlet Gate, and Washington

Channel from the Washington
Monument, 1910. By 1910 the

propagating gardens had
expanded and new buildings

began to appear on the borders of
West Potomac Park. Landscaping

along the Tidal Basin improved
significantly but East Potomac

Park remained less improved. The
new railroad (1904) and highway

(1906) bridges appear in the
upper right with the future site of
National Airport in the distance.

National Archives no. 66-DC-19



beginning in 1901 with the land between the east side of the Tidal Basin and the monu-

ment grounds. Although some improvements had already been done on this land—the

District Commissioners built a bathing beach after 1890—construction of a major park

in place of the foul marsh had become possible.68

Theodore Bingham, Officer in Charge of Public Buildings and Grounds from 1897 to

1903, was an enthusiast convinced that parks improved the health and happiness of the

“toiling masses crowded together in cities,” and he planned drives, Japanese gardens,

nurseries, polo grounds, athletic and military parade fields, and an electric fountain for

the Tidal Basin in his grand scheme for the area. In the comparatively small first parcel

transferred to his care, Bingham in 1902–03 raised the revetment wall along the Tidal

Basin and completed it where the district bathing beach had been. He cleared and graded

the area and built a 50-foot-wide macadam drive along the east side of the Basin. (This

road opened in October 1903. The Annual Report for 1904 mentioned, “Saturday after-

noons between 4 and 6 o’clock, have, by authority of the Chief of Engineers, been set

aside for speeding purposes.”) Through his efforts, the old two-story house that canal lock

keepers had used as a gatehouse was deeded by the company’s trustees to the Chief of

Engineers for use by the public. Repaired and refurbished, the building became a watch-

man’s lodge. Around it, workmen swept away sheds and mounds of rubbish, built a drive,

planted trees, and seeded lawns.69

Under Bingham’s successors, the Potomac Park area grew in size as district Engineers

finished dredge-and-fill operations and transferred newly-made land to the office of buildings

and grounds. In November 1903 the engineers added the land between the Tidal Basin and

railroad causeway at the end of Long Bridge to the park, and by 1908, when Congress author-

ized the extension of B Street to the Potomac and the creation of a riverside drive, the rest of
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(Above left) Colonel Spencer Cosby
(center) with President Woodrow
Wilson on the White House north
portico prior to Wilson’s inauguration,
March 4, 1913. Officers in Charge of
Public Buildings and Grounds had
many duties including leading roles
at inaugurations.
Office of History, Corps of Engineers, Cosby
Personal Papers

(Above right) Reviewing stand for
the inaugural parade, March 4, 1913.
From left to right, Col. Spencer Cosby,
Mrs. Wilson, Maj. Gen. Leonard Wood
(Chief of Staff of the Army), and
President Wilson. Cosby had a long
association with Washington, serving
as Washington District Engineer from
1905 to 1908, briefly in 1908–09 as
Engineer Commissioner, and then as
Officer in Charge of Public Buildings
and Grounds and Military Aide to
the President from 1909 to 1913. His
thirty-seven year career in the Army
ended with his retirement in 1928,
and he died in Washington in 1962
at the age of ninety-four.
Office of History, Corps of Engineers, Cosby
Personal Papers



West Potomac Park was under Engineer care. “Construction of drive-

ways, bridle paths, walks, grading and sowing lawn areas, laying water

and drain pipe and planting trees and shrubs” continued throughout

this time and into the 1910s. The end result was an orderly and scenic

park with ample roads and paths, bathing facilities, a boathouse and

dock, a nursery, extended propagating gardens, and an athletic field. In

1914, the year Congress officially made Potomac Park part of the D.C.

park system and reaffirmed the Chief of Engineers’ jurisdiction over it,

the engineers improved earlier equestrian facilities and laid out a small

golf course. Such recreational amenities have survived into the twenty-

first century. Less extensive improvements to East Potomac Park, southeast of Long Bridge,

began in 1912, although a comprehensive plan sent to Congress in 1916 proposed substantial

facilities for making the park a “public recreation ground.” Most of these were never built.70

In March 1912 final work began on one of the best-known Potomac Park improvements,

as three thousand flowering cherry trees, a gift from the municipality of Tokyo, arrived to

replace an earlier shipment that had proven to be diseased. First Lady Helen Herron Taft

planted the first one on March 27, and by the end of April the engineers had overseen plant-

ing of the remainder around the Tidal Basin, where eleven years of care had created a perfect

setting. In 1909 Colonel Spencer Cosby, Engineer Officer in Charge of Public Buildings and

Grounds, had suggested that the cherry trees be planted around the Tidal Basin. After the

second shipment of healthy trees was thriving, Cosby wrote Tokyo’s mayor, predicting they

would become a great American tourist attraction.71

A N A C O S T I A R I V E R F L A T S R E C L A M A T I O N

Annual freshets, runoff from upriver agricultural land clearing, and extensive sewage

dumping had narrowed the Anacostia River and created extensive tidal flats along both

its banks. In 1891 Hains, in his last months with the Washington Engineer District,

reported to the Chief of Engineers on the survey he had been assigned of that portion of

the Anacostia in the District of Columbia. Hains proposed dredging a channel from the

river’s mouth to the Navy Yard. Just as he had done in the Potomac during the 1880s, the

spoils from the Anacostia dredging would be used to reclaim the river’s marshes. This

effort would solve the problems of the approach to the Navy Yard being “narrow and

crooked” and prevent the growth of unhealthy tidal flats. The Washington Engineer

District oversaw limited dredging and reclamation below the Navy Yard in 1892.72
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Potomac Drive lined with statues
from the St. Louis World’s Fair,
August 1905. As the Washington

Engineer District created land in
Potomac Park, it turned the new

land over to the Office of Public
Buildings and Grounds, which built

roads and provided landscaping
and other attractions.

National Archives no. 77-H-3334F-23



As the outline of the riverbank began to change, the District Commissioners asked

the Secretary of War to fix harbor lines for the river. He created a board of engineer offi-

cers in 1892 that drew bulkhead and wharf lines for the section of the Anacostia River

below the Pennsylvania Avenue Bridge. These development plans were a necessary

guide for future reclamation work. In 1898 Congress again ordered an Anacostia survey

and Lieutenant Colonel Charles J. Allen recommended further work to complete Hains’s

initial proposals. Dredging and land reclamation would provide for improved “access to

the navy-yard,” “increased facilities for commerce and navigation,” and “removal of

unsanitary conditions.” No money was made available. In 1902 Allen was required to

survey the land owned by the government within the Anacostia River flats, so as to

assure proper title, and four years later Congress asked the District Commissioners to

“report upon the improvement of the so-called flats…with recommendation and esti-

mates of cost.” The Commissioners repeated Allen’s 1898 estimates.73

Increased development along the river’s tributaries in the late nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries increased the amount and rate of runoff and floods became more

frequent and severe. Finally in 1911 money was appropriated for completing the recla-

mation of the Anacostia flats and an engineer board, comprised of the Officer in Charge

of Public Buildings and Grounds, the Engineer Commissioner, and a District Engineer

developed plans. Anacostia Park was developed during the 1920s and in 1927 Congress

designated an area above the park as a “tree farm,” the beginnings of the National

Arboretum and Botanic Garden. Influenced by the 1902 McMillan commission recom-

mendations, the engineer board recommended the construction of a dam and lock

across the Anacostia River aligned with Massachusetts Avenue, SE, to protect the upper

Anacostia River from Potomac River freshets and to create an aquatic park near their

confluence for recreation. The Anacostia’s dam would have functioned similarly to the

Potomac Tidal Basin, with “influent gates at the upper end and effluent gates at the

lower end.” By 1915 additional engineer studies showed this dam would have detri-

mental effects, and the engineer board eliminated it in favor of a modified “aquatic

park separated from the [Anacostia] river channel by a continuous bank.” Kenilworth

Gardens, a private water garden begun in the 1880s, in 1938 became part of the

Anacostia’s extensive waterfront park. As with the development of East and West

Potomac Parks, Olmsted “was appointed [in 1915] by the Commission of Fine Arts a

committee of one to consult with the board on the proposed modifications” that led to

abandoning the bridge in favor of extensive parklands.74
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P O T O M A C R I V E R B R I D G E S

The Washington District Engineers saw one major bridge to completion during the

Progressive Era, repaired another, and planned a third. At the time of the Civil War, the

mile-long Long Bridge that ran from the foot of 14th Street to Arlington, Virginia, was two-

thirds rock causeway with pile sections and a draw at either end. Its wooden superstructure

and draws were rebuilt by the Quartermaster’s Department during the fall of 1861. In 1864

a parallel bridge set on piles was constructed as a railroad connection. After a few years

of maintenance by the Corps, the bridge was transferred to the Baltimore and Potomac

Railroad in 1870. Shortly thereafter, the whole length of the structure, including roadway,

crib-work, piling, railing, and causeway, was damaged and required reconstruction.75

By the 1890s it was becoming increasingly impractical to repair and rebuild the bridge

continually. By this time the railroad bridge was underlaid with a substantial amount of rock

shoring dumped under its spans over the years to improve stability, and the structure blocked

the free flow of the Potomac, contributing to flooding on the Mall during icy conditions. A

flood in 1889 prompted the Senate to order a report on the reconstruction of the bridge, but
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Railroad and highway
bridges constructed across the
Potomac in the early years of

the twentieth century. This
1930 photograph shows the

two bridges and the popular
Arlington beach and

amusement park along the
Potomac where the highway

curves north along the
riverfront. Washington’s
earliest airports and the

Pentagon were built in the
large fields at the bottom

of the photograph.
Office of History, Corps of Engineers



Colonel Hains’s resulting plans were not acted upon. The general provisions of the railway

act of 1901—the same one that eliminated grade crossings and threatened the Mall with a

viaduct—directed the Baltimore and Potomac Railroad (a division of the Pennsylvania

Railroad) to construct a new railroad bridge. This legislation also charged the Secretary of

War (i.e., the Corps of Engineers) with creating a new highway bridge just up the river.76

The steel plate-truss railroad bridge opened in August 1904. Just up river, the

Pennsylvania Bridge Company constructed the matching highway bridge beginning in

October 1903. A board comprising Lieutenant Colonel Charles J. Allen, the Washington

District Engineer, and three other officers chose its design—eleven steel-plate-truss spans

with a central swing span. The 2,234-foot bridge, costing $1,189,702, opened to traffic in

December 1906. Together the bridges reduced hazards to Alexandria traffic while ending

floods caused by the old Long Bridge.77

The Washington District also helped write a new chapter in the continuing Memorial

Bridge story. In response to congressional requests, the engineers carried out surveys in

1886 and 1890 for a potential bridge connecting the Naval Observatory grounds to the

Arlington estate property. In 1899 Lieutenant Colonel Charles J. Allen joined Stanford

White, Major T. W. Symons, Captain David D. Gaillard, and local architect James G. Hill

on a jury that secured plans from prominent American bridge designers. Those invited to

submit plans were William H. Burr, William R. Hutton, L.L. Buck, and George S. Morison.

The jury chose Burr’s $3.7 million masonry arch design, which included a steel draw span.

The Secretary of War submitted the results of the competition to Congress in April 1900,

but no appropriations were made to undertake construction.78

Along with construction of the highway bridge and the potential Memorial Bridge, the

engineers undertook additional river-crossing work at the turn of the century. Between 1897

and 1907 they rebuilt three piers of the Aqueduct Bridge, and recommended a new bridge

to connect Georgetown with Rosslyn. Congressional action on this matter did not follow for

a decade. In 1897 Captain Gaillard submitted both steel and stone-arch bridge designs to

carry Massachusetts Avenue across Rock Creek. Congress did not fund this engineer project

either, leading the city to erect a simple culvert for the avenue in 1901.79

M I S C E L L A N E O U S D I S T R I C T P R O J E C T S

The Corps participated in several significant mapping projects around the time of

World War I. In 1914 the Office of Public Buildings and Grounds compiled a map of all

District of Columbia public lands held under federal jurisdiction. Largely the work of
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District surveyor Melvin C. Hazen and civil engineer Frederick D. Owen of the Office

of Public Buildings and Grounds, it was prepared under Harts’s supervision to assist the

work of the Commission to Investigate the Title of the United States to Lands in the

District of Columbia.80

In response to a need to relieve overcrowding in government offices, Congress author-

ized a commission in 1916 to “ascertain what public buildings are needed to provide

permanent quarters for all the government activities in the District of Columbia.” Its

members were drawn from Congress, plus the Superintendent of the Capitol Building and

Grounds, the acting Supervising Architect of the Treasury, and the Officer in Charge of

Public Buildings and Grounds. Harts, followed by Colonel C. S. Ridley, served on the

Commission, which reported its findings in 1917. It found, for example, that the War

Department’s 2,220 employees occupied 834,643 square feet of owned and rented build-

ing space, 330,442 of which was office space. It cost the government $757,448 each year

to hold and operate this space.81

The Corps’ engineers also exerted considerable influence on the design of some of

Washington’s civic buildings by serving on juries to select their architects. One appropriate

example was the Municipal Building, now more commonly called the District Building. In

August 1902, for example, the congressional commission to supervise the erection of the

Municipal Building chose a jury composed of the three active members of the Senate Park

Commission and, ex officio, the Supervising Architect of the Treasury and the District of

Columbia Engineer Commissioner, then Colonel John Biddle. The offices of the Engineer

Commissioners moved to the District Building when it was completed in 1908.

The remarkable coordination among presidents, cabinet officers, congressmen, artists,

businessmen, contractors, and artisans in order to complete these interconnected projects

required much more than the military organizational skills of the Corps officers involved.

Astuteness, intelligence, tact, and diplomacy were required on a daily basis. Harts

recalled: “When I reported to President Wilson he was very gracious, complimented me

on my Princeton degree [an honorary A.M. degree conferred in 1913] and said we should

be all the better able to get along on account of that.” (Wilson was a former president of

Princeton University.) In 1918–19, during Wilson’s European visit, Harts often accompa-

nied the president on official visits as one of his aides-de-camp, a position for which his

tenure in Washington as the president’s military aide had adequately prepared him. Harts

noted that the Commission of Fine Arts meetings were always held in his office “and were

a liberal education to me in artistic matters.” He characterized his job in the Office of
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“On the whole, my four years
in Washington gave me more

scope in originating new
things to add to the beauty
of the city than I had ever

dreamed of and I look back
with much pleasure and

satisfaction at the success
which has followed the

lead then begun.”



Public Buildings and Grounds overseeing the Lincoln Memorial, the Amphitheater at

Arlington Cemetery, and the Red Cross Building: “I was the engineer, the contractor for

the U.S., the head inspector and paid all bills. I may have been too harsh at times in

accepting work but no breath of suspicion of any missing of funds was ever raised. These

buildings were all built by contract and under the eyes of the architects as well.” Harts

summed up his Washington years in a way that probably rang true to many of the Corps’

officers who served in his position.

On the whole, my four years in Washington gave me more scope in originat-

ing new things to add to the beauty of the city than I had ever dreamed of

and I look back with much pleasure and satisfaction at the success which has

followed the lead then begun.82
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District Building completed
in 1908. The Engineer
Commissioner served on the
jury that chose the building’s
design and the District
Commissioners’ offices
occupied the building.
National Archives no. 66-DC-16


